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HUSBAND AND WIFE IN ARISTOTLE’S POLITICS  
Vallerie Marie Stein  
Advisor: Robert C. Bartlett Ph.D    
This thesis examines the place of the family in Aristotle’s politics with a specific 
concentration on the place of the husband and wife. It argues that the husband and wife 
share in both the public and the private according to Aristotle. This thesis is meant to 
contribute to the ongoing debate about the relationship between public and private, and 
male and female, in the political science of Aristotle and aims to disprove interpretations 
that claim that there is sharp public-private or political-household divide between males 
and females. It does so in part by considering the household in relation to the city, the 
husband in relation to the wife, and the functions of man and woman in the household.    
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Introduction  
Many scholars interpret Aristotle’s account of politics as strictly separating male 
from female and public and private in such a way that males are in the public realm and 
women are in the private household. Scholars such as Hannah Arendt and Jean Elshtain, 
for example, claim that there is a distinct public-private or political-household divide 
between males and females in Aristotle’s politics because all members of the household, 
with the exception of the husband, have natural deficiencies that prevents them from 
participating in politics.1 Arendt writes: “in ancient feeling of the privative trait of 
privacy...meant literally a state of being deprived of something, and even of the highest 
and most human of a man’s capacities”.2 Similarly, Elshtain interprets women in 
Aristotle as “persons who either could not or did not participate in the polis or the “good” 
of public life, individuals without a public voice, condemned to silence as their appointed 
sphere and condition.”3  
However, this interpretation of Aristotle is now being brought into question by 
scholars including, but not limited to, Judith Swanson, Harold Levy, Catherine Zuckert, 
and Dana Stauffer. Zuckert argues directly against Arendt: “it is not true, as Arendt 
                                                        
1 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition 2nd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2011),38; Jean Bethke Elshtain, Public Man Private Woman, Women in Social and 
Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 45-47. 
2 Arendt, The Human Condition, 37. 
3 Elshtain, Public Man Private Woman, 47. 
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claims, that the polis is characterized by a sharp distinction between public and private.”4 
Swanson argues against Arendt’s claim that Aristotle “exalts the public realm over the 
private realm.”5 For there is evidence in Aristotle’s Politics and Nicomachean Ethics that 
the distinction between public and private is not as absolute as previously thought.  
This thesis addresses the question of the place of the family in Aristotle’s political 
science, concentrating in particular on the relationship between husbands and wives and 
the place of the relationship between husbands and wives and the place of that 
relationship. This thesis argues that the place of the family in Aristotle’s political science 
is neither completely private nor completely public. In terms of the relationship between 
husband and wives, this means that husband and wife do not play an entirely political or 
private role within the family in Aristotle’s political science. 
This thesis will attempt to show, first, that the city and the household are not 
completely separate as public and private. Rather, the city and the household have a 
complex relationship in which the household and the city have separate functions, yet are 
connected by their shared concern for “virtue or excellence.”6 This section will prove that 
the city and the household have this complex relationship by examining Aristotle’s 
account of the naturalness of the city found in the Politics. Second, the relationship 
between husband and wife, in the form of marriage, is not distinctly public or private, but 
is rather a mix of both, as one sees by examining Aristotle’s discussion of marriage in 
                                                        
4 Catherine H. Zuckert, “Aristotle on the Limits and Satisfactions of Political Life,” 
Interpretations 11, no. 2 (1983): 185. 
5 Judith Swanson, The Public and the Private in Aristotle’s Political Philosophy (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1992), 3. 
6 Dana Stauffer, “Aristotle’s Account of the Subjection of Women,” The Journal of 
Politics 70, no. 4 (2008): 930. 
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both the Politics and Nicomachean Ethics. Third, husband and wife are not simply 
restricted to the public or the private, or to politics and the household, as becomes clear 
from Aristotle’s account of the functions of the husband and wife in the Politics and 
Nicomachean Ethics. Finally, husband and the wife, like the relationship they share, are 
neither distinctly public or distinctly private but rather partake of both the public and the 
private.    
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1.0 CHAPTER 1: THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE HOUSEHOLD TO THE CITY 
This section argues that there is a complex relationship between the city and the 
household in which the city and the household have separate and functions but the 
household and the city are both connected by their aim for “virtue or excellence.”7 This 
section argues, first, that Aristotle’s account of the relationship of the city and the 
household is found in the discussion of the naturalness of the city in book one chapter 
two in the Politics; second, that the city and the household are distinguished by their 
functions and connected by their “aim of virtue”8; and, third, that the relationship 
between the city and the household is significant for understanding the question of 
whether the relationship between husband and wife and husband and wife themselves, are 
essentially public or private or both. 
1.1 ARISTOTLE ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE HOUSEHOLD AND THE 
CITY 
The relationship between the household and the city can be seen in Aristotle’s 
discussion of the naturalness of the city or “how things developed naturally from the 
beginning” (1252a24-25). There are two different accounts of “how things developed 
naturally from the beginning” in Aristotle’s account of the naturalness of the city. The 
first account is found at the beginning of book one chapter two.9 There Aristotle claims 
that he will describe “how things developed naturally from the beginning so that one may 
                                                        
7 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 929. 
8 Ibid., 929. 
9 Aristotle, Politics 2nd ed., trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2013), 1252a25-1253a1. 
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best study them” (emphasis mine).10 Aristotle describes “how things naturally developed 
from the beginning” starting with individuals joining together.11 The second account of 
“how things developed naturally from the beginning” can be found towards the end of 
book one chapter two.12 According to this second account,  “how things naturally 
developed from the beginning” starts with the city being “prior” to both the household 
and the individual.13 Thus, “how things developed naturally from the beginning that one 
may best study them” may be different from “how things actually developed naturally 
from the beginning.”14  
The order in which “things developed naturally from the beginning that one may 
best study them” starts with individuals joining together to create the household.15 
Second, households come together to create the village.16 Third, “several” villages come 
together to create the city.17  Two types of individuals join together. One is the “male and 
female” and the other is “naturally ruling and the ruled.”18 “Male and female” and “the 
naturally ruling and the ruled” join together from “necessity.”19 For “male and female” 
and “the naturally ruling and the ruled” cannot live without one another.20 “Male and 
female” join together “for the sake of reproduction.”21 The “conjoining” of male and 
                                                        
10 Aristotle, Politics, 1252a25. 
11 Ibid., 1252a25-27. 
12 Ibid., 1253a1-1253b. 
13 Ibid., 1253a20. 
14 Ibid., 1252a25. 
15 Ibid., 1252a24-1252b13. 
16 Ibid., 1252b14-26. 
17 Ibid., 1252b27-1253a1. 
18 Ibid., 1252a25-1252b1 
19 Ibid., 1252a25-26 
20 Ibid., 1252a25-26 
21 Ibid., 1252a25-29 
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female “for the sake of reproduction” does not occur “from intentional choice,” but rather 
“from a natural striving to leave behind another that is like oneself.”22 The “naturally 
ruling and the ruled” join together “on account of preservation.”23  
The household comes about from the joining of men and women for the “sake of 
reproduction” and the joining of “naturally ruling and naturally ruled” for the sake of 
“preservation.”24 The household “is the community constructed by nature for the needs of 
daily life” since the desire for reproduction and preservation is natural and can only be 
completed if daily needs are met.25 As a result of the desire to “leaves something behind 
like oneself,” or reproduction, the household consists of male (husband), female (wife), 
and children.26 As a result of the need for preservation, or “the naturally ruling and the 
naturally ruled” coming together, the household also consists of master and slave. 27 
Thus, the purpose of the household is to meet the daily needs of the these members.28 
After the household arises, multiple households come together “for the sake of 
non-daily needs” to create the village.29 The village is an “extension of the household” 
due to  “kinship.”30  The village consists of “milk-mates” and “the children and the 
children’s children.”31 In addition, like the household, the village is under a “king.”32  
For, when several households joined together they “were already under kings” who                                                         
22 Aristotle, Politics, 1252a29. 
23 Ibid., 1252a30. 
24 Ibid., 1252a25-30, 1252b10. 
25 Ibid., 1252b11. 
26 Ibid., 1253b5-6. 
27 Ibid., 1252b11-12. 
28 Ibid., 1252b11-12. 
29 Ibid., 1252b11-15. 
30 Ibid.,1252b21-22. 
31 Ibid., 1252b16-22. 
32 Ibid., 1252b20. 
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tended to be the “eldest.”33 Thus, the village takes a form similar to that of the household 
as a result of the village’s being an “extension” of the household “kinship,” and the 
household’s being “under the eldest as king.”34 
When “several villages” come together the “complete community,” or city, 
arises.35 The “complete community,” or the city, “comes into being for the sake of 
living.”36 Although the “complete community” or city “comes into being for the sake of 
living,” the purpose of the city is not just “for the sake of living.”37 For, the city has 
reached “a level of full self-sufficiency.”38 Since this is so, the purpose of the “complete 
community” or the city is not just “living” but “living well.”39 
Aristotle’s account of the development of the city from individuals shows that 
human beings have the desire to live and to “live well.”40 Human beings desire to have 
more than just their daily needs met. The desire to ‘live well’ is the desire for 
“happiness.”41 Happiness is living in accordance to virtue.42 In order to live in 
accordance to virtue, human beings need to engage in virtuous activities which differ 
from activities performed to meet daily needs.43 In order to engage in virtuous activities, 
human beings need the city. For the city by nature is “self-sufficient” as a result of the 
                                                        
33 Aristotle, Politics, 1252b20-2.1 
34 Ibid., 1252b15-25. 
35 Ibid., 1252b27. 
36 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
37 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
38 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
39 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
40 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
41 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2011),  x. 
42 Ibid., x. 
43 Ibid., x. 
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household’s concern with meeting the daily needs of its’ members.44 Thus, the self-
sufficient nature of the city allows human beings to participate in virtuous activities. 
Therefore, the city results from the natural desire of human beings to “live well.”45   
Thus, the city “exists by nature” and is an “end.”46 The city “exists by nature” as a 
result of coming naturally from the “first communities” through the process Aristotle has 
described.47 Nature itself “is an end.”48 For, when a things “coming into being is 
complete, we assert the nature of that thing.”49 The nature of a thing cannot be asserted 
until it has come into complete being because in any other state of being the thing would 
have an incomplete nature. In order to know what the nature of the city is, the city has to 
be complete. For, any less than the complete city, despite its similarities, lacks a certain 
nature that the complete city possesses.   
The individual, household, and village all lack the “self-sufficient” nature that the 
city possesses.50 Self-sufficiency is natural, because self-sufficiency is the end of the 
natural desire to live well. It is “an end” because living well can only occur when there is 
self-sufficiency.”51  An “end” or “that for the sake of which a thing exists” is “what is 
best.”52  For, being complete is best.53 The self-sufficient nature of the city makes the city 
                                                        
44 Aristotle, Politics, 1252b30-35. 
45 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
46 Ibid., 1252b29-30. 
47 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
48 Ibid., 1252b30. 
49 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
50 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
51 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
52 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
53 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
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the “end” of the “first community.”54 since human beings cannot “live well” without the 
city.55 Since the desire to “live well” exists by nature and “self-sufficiency” exists by 
nature, the city exists by nature.56 For the city has reached, “a full level of self-
sufficiency.”57 In addition, the city exists by nature and is an end because the nature of 
the city can be asserted as a result of the city’s being “complete.”58 
The second account of “how things naturally developed from the beginning starts 
with as discussion of why “man is by nature a political animal.”59 Man is a “political 
animal as opposed to being just an animal as a result of man’s ability for “speech.”60 
“Speech” is important because it reveals the “advantageous and the harmful, and hence 
also the just and the unjust.”61 Thus what is “peculiar to man” as opposed to animals is 
“that he alone has perception of good and bad and just and unjust and the other things of 
this sort.”62 It is “community” in the “perception of good and bad and just and unjust” 
that “makes a household and a city.”63 For virtue and “living well” is the aim of both the 
household and the city.64 Thus, in his discussion of “man as a political animal” lies a 
discussion of the city and the household in relation to virtue.65 It is not reproduction and 
                                                        
54 Aristotle, Politics, 1252b30. 
55 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
56 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
57 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
58 Ibid., 1252b27-35. 
59 Ibid., 1253a1-2. 
60 Ibid., 1253a1-10. 
61 Ibid., 1253a10-15. 
62 Ibid., 1253a15-20. 
63 Ibid., 1253a15-20. 
64 Ibid., 1252b27-30. 
65 Ibid., 1252a24. 
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preservation that “makes” the household and the city, but rather “community” in the 
“perception” of virtues.66  
Immediately after the introduction of virtue, Aristotle reverses the order of how 
things develop by nature and claims that the city is “prior” to the household and 
individuals by nature.67 For, “the whole must of necessity be prior to the parts.”68 The 
parts could not exist without the whole. Aristotle explains that if the “whole body” of a 
being is destroyed there will be no foot or hand, “unless in the sense that the term is 
similar, but the things itself will be destructive.”69 This means that if something is not 
complete, then, despite being similar, it cannot be called the same thing as the complete 
thing.70 The incomplete thing will be “destructive” because it will not will not possess 
its’ full nature71. Therefore, it will not perform its’ proper function or reach its’ full 
capacity.72  
Aristotle uses this example of the “foot and hand” to the “whole body” to explain 
the relationship between the city and the household.73 The household is a “part” of the 
“whole” which is the city.74 The household is like a “hand” or a “foot” on the body, the 
“body” being the city.75 In terms of the city and the household Aristotle’s example means 
that if the city or the “whole body” is destroyed, then the household will be destroyed, 
                                                        
66 Aristotle, Politics, 1253a15-20. 
67 Ibid., 1253a20. 
68 Ibid., 1253a20. 
69 Ibid., 1253a21-22. 
70 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
71 Ibid., 1253a21-22, 1252b30-35. 
72 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
73 Ibid., 1253a20-30. 
74 Ibid., 1253a20. 
75 Ibid., 1253a20-30. 
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unless there is something similar to the household, but the thing similar to the household 
in itself would be “defective.”76 
Although something similar to the household could exist even if the city is 
destroyed, the existence of the thing similar to the household would be “defective” 
because “everything is defined by its function and its capacity.”77 In other words, the 
household is defined by its “functions and capacities.”78 If the “functions and capacities” 
of the household change, then what is left is something only similar to the household.79 
Something similar to the household cannot be “spoken of in the same way” as it “but only 
as something similarly termed,” because the “functions and capacities of the household 
define it.80 The “functions and capacities” of the household cannot be changed without 
changing the meaning of the household altogether.81 
The example of the foot and hand’s relationship to the “whole body” can also be 
used when discussing the relationship between the individual and the city. For, when a 
part is separated from the whole it is not “self-sufficient,” as is the case with 
individuals.82 In addition, “one who is not capable of sharing or who is in need of nothing 
through being self-sufficient is no part of a city and is either a beast or a god.”83 As a 
result of not being self-sufficient, “there is in everyone by nature an impulse” towards a 
                                                        
76 Aristotle, Politics, 1253a20-22. 
77 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
78 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
79 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
80 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
81 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
82 Ibid., 1253a25-30. 
83 Ibid., 1253a29. 
 17 
self-sufficient community.84 For everything is at its “best” when completed.85 In addition, 
when a human being is “separated from law and adjudication he is the worst of all.”86 For 
there would be no justice since “justice is a thing belonging to the city.”87  
Although Aristotle’s example of the “whole body” in relation to the “foot or 
hand” can be applied to both the individual and the household, the relationship of 
individuals and the city is different from the relationship between the household and the 
city.88 The individual cannot exist without joining together with other individuals, 
whereas the household can exist in a form without the city.89 However, the form that the 
household would take would not be called the household but rather something “similarly 
termed,” and this form would be defective, since the household’s “functions and 
capacities” connect to the city.90 Both accounts make it clear that the individual cannot 
survive without joining with other human beings, which eventually leads to the creation 
of the city. In the first account, individuals cannot survive unless they create 
households.91 In the second account, individuals cannot survive unless the individual is a 
part of the city.92 It is not clear whether this “part” of the city means the being part of the 
                                                        
84 Aristotle, Politics, 1252b30-1253a. 
85 Ibid., 1252b30-35. 
86 Ibid., 1253a35. 
87 Ibid., 1253a35-1253b. 
88 Ibid., 1253a20-25. 
89 Ibid., 1253a20-30. 
90 Ibid., 1253a20-24. 
91 Ibid., 1252a25-1252b. 
92 Ibid., 1253a25-30. 
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city itself or if this part of the city includes the household.93 For Aristotle claims that the 
household is a “part” of the “whole” which is the city.94    
1.2 ANALYSIS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE HOUSEHOLD 
AND THE CITY 
The household is connected to the city by virtues, yet is separated from it because 
each has different functions. This can be seen by examining two different accounts that 
Aristotle presents of “how things naturally developed from the beginning.”95 Towards the 
end of book one chapter two of the Politics, Aristotle reverses the order of “how things 
developed naturally from the beginning.”96  The question then becomes why the account 
of “how things developed naturally from the beginning that one may best study them” 
differs from how things actually “developed naturally from the beginning.”97 First, both 
accounts discuss the relationship of human beings to animals. Second, both discussions 
fail to mention the village. Examining these aspects of the accounts of “how things 
developed naturally from the beginning” will lead to an examination of the relationship 
between the household and the city.98 
Both accounts start with a description of individual human beings and compares 
individual human beings to animals.99 As stated before, in the first account of “how 
things developed naturally from the beginning,” Aristotle describes why individuals 
                                                        
93 Aristotle, Politics, 1253a25-30. 
94 Ibid., 1253a20-30. 
95 Ibid., 1252a25. 
96 Ibid., 1252a25. 
97 Ibid., 1252a25. 
98 Ibid., 1252a25. 
99 Ibid., 1252a25-30, 1253a1-20. 
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come together.100 Individuals come together out of necessity for the sake of reproduction 
and preservation.101 In addition, Aristotle compares human beings to animals in the case 
of reproduction claiming that the desire to “leave behind another that is like oneself” is 
not something that is peculiar to human beings.102 Rather, animals, plants, and human 
beings all desire to “leave behind another that is like oneself.”103  
In the second account of “how things developed naturally from the beginning,” 
Aristotle distinguishes man from animals rather than comparing man to animals.104 As 
stated before, what distinguishes man from animal is the capacity for “speech.”105 
Although animals can express the “painful or pleasant,” animals cannot use speech as 
human beings cam.106 For human beings use of speech leads to thoughts about virtue.107 
Thus, in relation to the relationship between human beings and animals, there are two 
differences in the accounts of “how things developed naturally from the beginning.”108 
The first account shows a similarity between human beings and animals and the second 
account shows why animals and human beings differ. Second, the topic of virtue is absent 
from the first account of human beings and animals whereas virtue is present in the 
second account of human beings and animals. 
                                                        
100 Aristotle, Politics, 1252a25. 
101 Ibid., 1252a25-30. 
102 Ibid., 1252a29-30. 
103 Ibid., 1252a29-30. 
104 Ibid., 1252a25. 
105 Ibid., 1253a10. 
106 Ibid., 1253a10-11. 
107 Ibid., 1253a15-20. 
108 Ibid., 1252a25. 
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Virtue also accounts for the differences between the account of the village in the 
two versions of “how things developed naturally from the beginning.”109 In the first 
account of “how things naturally developed from beginning,” the village vanishes from 
the discussion.110 The village is also missing from the second account of “how things 
naturally developed from the beginning.”111 Once again Aristotle only mentions the 
individual (or “man”) and animals, the household, and the city.112 Thus, the question 
arises of why the village is excluded for Aristotle’s discussion. As described earlier, the 
village is an “extension” of the household.113 Yet, the village is connected to the city and 
the household and becomes consumed by the city. The village serves as a physical step 
between household and the city. In addition the village acts as a sort of public and private 
realm as a result of being an extension of the household and being larger than the 
household. However, the village as both public and private becomes consumed by the 
city. 
The vanishing of the village connects the city to the household. Not only is the 
village the step between the household and the city, but the village is also a mixture of 
both the public and the private. However, the village is absent from Aristotle’s second 
account of how things naturally developed from the beginning because there the village is 
not what connects the household and the city. Rather, the city and the household are 
connected by the aim of “virtue or excellence.”114  
                                                        
109 Aristotle, Politics, 1252a25. 
110 Ibid., 1252a25. 
111 Ibid., 1252a25. 
112 Ibid., 1253a1-20. 
113 Ibid., 1252b15-16. 
114 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 929. 
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In order to see the connection between the city and household as the aim of 
“virtue or excellence,” one needs to return to Aristotle’s example of the relationship 
between the “whole body” and the “foot or hand.”115 This example of the “whole body” 
as the city and the “foot or hand” as the household is Aristotle’s way of explaining the 
that city and the household are necessarily connected in some way.116 The way in which 
the household and the city are connected is by their “functions and capacities.”117  
The “functions and capacities” of the household are different than those of the 
city a the primary focus of the household is to meet the daily needs of the members of the 
household.118 Thus, the primary function of the household is preservation.119 However, 
the “functions and capacities” of the household are important for the city.120 The 
household supplies men with food which makes them able to engage in politics. Thus, the 
“functions and capacities” of the household provides what is necessary for the “functions 
and capacities” of the city to be carried out.121 For, the “functions and capacities” of the 
city involves legislating. In other words, the city functions by making or creating laws 
and carrying out the laws.  
Although the “functions and capacities” of the city and the household are 
different, the ends or “aim” of the “functions and capacities” of the city and the 
household are the same.122 The aim of the city and the household are “virtue or 
                                                        
115 Aristotle, Politics, 1253a20-25. 
116 Ibid., 1253a20-25. 
117 Ibid., 1253a24. 
118 Ibid., 1252b14. 
119 Ibid., 1252a30. 
120 Ibid., 1253a24. 
121 Ibid., 1253a24. 
122 Ibid., 1253a24. 
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excellence.”123 Although the aim of the household is to provide for the “basic necessities” 
in life, the household still aims to fully develop the virtues.124 In addition, satisfying the 
daily needs of its members the household is “sustaining political health.”125 For, without 
meeting the necessities required for life, human beings would not be able to do politics. 
Thus, the households function to satisfy “basic necessities” is not “absent from political 
life.”126 
The household provides what is necessary for the “functions and capacities” of 
the city to be carried out because the household “liberates free men from concern with 
daily needs and provides them with the leisure to devote their time and energy to 
politics.”127 In addition, the “reasoning about the good and bad and the just and unjust” 
found in the city is not “absent from the household.”128 For, the household is “the 
primary vehicle of moral education” which is “the political community’s most serious 
task.”129 
Household management requires dividing tasks based upon merit. In order to 
divide tasks based upon merit, there needs to be an understanding of the virtues and 
capacities of the members of the household. Thus the household manager needs to reason 
about “the good and the bad and the just and the unjust.”130 This reasoning gets passed 
                                                        
123 Aristotle, Politics. 1253a24; Stauffer,”Subjection of Women,” 929. 
124 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 929-930. 
125 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 929. 
126 Ibid., 931. 
127 Ibid., 929. 
128 Ibid., 929. 
129 Ibid., 930. 
130 Aristotle, Politics, 1253a15-20. 
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down to the children in the household because they are the future of the regime.131 Thus, 
children too are forced to reason about “the good and the bad and the just and the unjust” 
or virtue.132  
The difference between “how things developed naturally from the beginning so 
that one may study them” and that of “how things developed naturally from the 
beginning” is as a result of the role of virtue in each.133 As a result, the overlapping of the 
aims or ends of the household and the city shows that the distinction between the 
household and the city or the public and the private is not as “stark” it may first seem.134 
Therefore, as a result of the complex relationship between the city and the household, the 
household is not entirely public nor is the household entirely private.   
1.3 THE HOUSEHOLD AND THE CITY’S CONNECTION TO HUSBAND 
AND WIFE 
The relationship between the city and the household is significant for answering 
the question of whether the husband and wife have an entirely public or private role in the 
family. For in order to understand if the husband and wife, a part of the household, are 
entirely public, entirely private, or a mix of both public and private, one first needs to 
understand if the household itself is entirely public, entirely private, or a mix of both 
public and private. For if the household as a whole were entirely public or private, then 
the parts of the household would have to be such too.  
                                                        
131 Aristotle, Politics,1253a15-20. 
132 Ibid., 1253a15-20. 
133 Ibid., 1252a25. 
134 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 929. 
 24 
Since the household is not entirely public or entirely private due to the complex 
relationship that the household has with the city, it is now a possibility that the 
relationship between husband and wife and the roles of husband and wife are not entirely 
public or entirely private, but are rather a mix of public and private. The next two 
sections will break down this complicated relationship between the city and the 
household in terms of the relationship between the husband and the wife and the 
individual functions of both the husband and the wife in both the city and the household 
to show that just as the household is not entirely public or private, the relationship 
between husband and wife and the individual functions of both husband and wife are a 
mix of the public and the private.     
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2.0 CHAPTER 2: THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN HUSBAND AND WIFE 
This section argues that the relationship between husband and wife, or marriage, 
is both political and private. This can be seen by comparing Aristotle’s account of 
marriage in both the Politics and the Ethics. This section will do four things. First, it will 
explain and examine Aristotle’s account of marriage in the Politics and second, in the 
Nicomachean Ethics. Third, this section will compare and contrast the two accounts of 
marriage in order to show that marriage is both political and private. Finally, this section 
will explain the implications of this fact for answering the question of whether husband 
and wife are both political and private. 
2.1 MARRIAGE IN ARISTOTLE’S POLITICS 
Aristotle discusses both directly and indirectly the relationship between husband 
and wife, or marriage, in the Politics. Aristotle directly discusses it in book seven chapter 
sixteen in a highly political account that describes how marriage and procreations should 
be legislated (1134b30-1136a1). Aristotle indirectly discusses the relationship between 
husband and wife in book one of the Politics (1252a25-1260b25). This discussion too is 
political, but it brings into question whether marriage is entirely political. Aristotle’s 
indirect discussion of marriage includes the reasons why men and women get married 
and what the relationship between husband and wife is in marriage.   
 Aristotle’s direct discussion of marriage results from Aristotle’s political account of 
procreation. He claims that “the legislator should see to it from the beginning that the 
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bodies of those being reared are to become the best possible.”135 The legislator should be 
responsible for making sure that the children that are produced are created in a manner 
that will provide the best circumstances for the children to become the “best possible” 
human beings.136 In order to do so, the legislator must take care in “connection with the 
union of men and women to determine when and with what quality of persons marital 
relations ought to be brought about.”137 Thus, the legislator must, with a view to the 
rearing of children, be careful about which men and women marry.138 
There are three ways in which a legislator should “legislate” in order for “the 
bodies of those being reared … to become the best possible.”139 First, “one should 
legislate with respect to this community with a view to the partners themselves and the 
length of time of their lives together.”140 Legislating in this manner will insure that 
husband and wife “arrive together in terms of their ages at the same juncture and their 
capacities not be dissonant.”141 In other words, one should legislate so that both the male 
and the female are “capable of generation,” or reproduction, at the same time.142  
Second, “one should legislate with a view to the succession of the offspring.”143 
The child should not be too close nor too far from their father’s age.144 If the child is too 
close to the father’s age, the child will not benefit from the “assistance rendered from 
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their father” and there will be “accusations in connection with management of the 
household.”145 Since there can only be one household manager, the father, such 
“accusations” would prevent the household from functioning properly.146 If the child is 
too far from the father’s age, the father will not “benefit from the gratitude” of the 
child.147 For when children are too far away from the father in age, children have “less 
respect” for their fathers as a result of being “contemporaries of their fathers.”148 A 
child’s respect for their father is important for the maintenance of the household because 
if the child does not respect the father, the father cannot mitigate tasks important to the 
household and the child to the child.149 
Third, “one should legislate so that the bodies of offspring in the process of 
generation become available in a way that answers to the will of the legislator.”150 
Aristotle does not provide the reason why one should legislate in this way. Rather,  he  
turns instead to the issue of the age of the parents in relation to procreation.151 A possible 
explanation why Aristotle does not provide a reason why the legislator should legislate so 
legislate is that it is self-evident that a ruler would want the citizens to follow the will of 
the ruler.152 
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The best condition for procreation occurs when “women to unite in marriage 
around the age of eighteen, and for men at thirty-seven or a little before.”153 For those are 
the ages that both the bodies of men and women are “at their prime.”154 In addition, 
Aristotle claims that it should be legally mandated that pregnant women “make a trip 
every day to worship the goddesses who have been granted the prerogative connected 
with birth.”155 For “offspring in the process of generation evidently draw resources from 
the one bearing them, just as plants do from the earth.”156 While in the womb, babies 
receive nutrients and “matter” from their mothers.157 Thus, the mother has a 
responsibility to create the best possible conditions for the child.158 
Aristotle suggests legislating these three things because marriage and procreation 
leads to the creation of the future citizens of the regime by producing physical beings and 
raising them to be virtuous. For children should be raised “with a view to the actions 
belonging to liberal persons” or virtuous actions.159 Thus, Aristotle claims procreation is 
a “public service.”160 As a result of procreation being a “public service,” marriage is in 
this sense political.161 Marriage, in part, is the coming together of man and woman for 
procreative purposes. This means leaving behind a being that is “like oneself” both 
physically and morally.162 The intention of procreation is to "leave behind another that is 
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like oneself” one needs the city.163 Thus, there is a connection between marriage and 
politics. 
Aristotle’s legalistic or political account of marriage is not the only such account 
in the Politics. Although Aristotle does not use the word marriage, Aristotle describes it, 
or the relationship between men and women, in many parts of the Politics. There 
Aristotle indirectly addresses two questions: why men and women get married, and 
second, what type of relationship men and women have in a marriage. 
The first part of the relationship between husband and wife, or marriage, is the 
“origin” or “root” of the marriage.164 In other words, why do men and women get 
married? In the Politics, the answer is found in Aristotle’s discussion of “how things 
naturally developed from the beginning.”165 As stated in the previous section, men and 
women come together “for the sake of reproduction.”166 In addition, the “the naturally 
ruling and the ruled” come together “on account of preservation.”167 The conjoining of  
“the naturally ruling and the ruled” applies not only to the relationship between “master 
and slave,” but also to the relationship between husband and wife.168  
That the relationship of husband and wife is not the same as the relationship of 
master and slave is seen first in Aristotle’s reference to Hesiod's Works and Days: “first a 
house, and a woman, and ox for ploughing.”169 Hesiod gives advice to his brother, 
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Perses, to live a “life of honest work” as a result of Perses’ living a degenerate life.170 
Rather than urging Perses be with a woman for purposes of procreation, Hesiod “counsels 
Perses to get a woman to work for him, to drive his plow.”171 Hesiod advises Perses to 
obtain a woman for labor rather than procreation because fulfilling this “natural impulse” 
leads to “entanglements” where the woman is only looking out for “her interests.”172 
Thus, Hesiod advises Perses to first “get a house, and a woman and an ox for the plough -
-a slave woman and not a wife, to follow the oxen as well.”173  
At first glance, it appears Aristotle’s reference to Hesiod’s Work and Days shows 
that the relationship between men and women is the same relationship as the relationship 
between master and slave. For, the reference to Hesiod seems to contradict Aristotle’s 
prior claim that “the female is distinguished by nature from the slave.”174 However, this 
is not the case. First, it is important to note that like Aristotle, Hesiod separates a woman 
as a slave and a woman as a wife.175 For, Aristotle criticizes the barbarians for having 
“the same arrangement for female and slave” as a result of the barbarians lacking the 
“naturally ruling element.”176 Aristotle later distinguishes women from slaves because 
women are “free persons” that have the capacity to deliberate as opposed to slaves.177  
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In addition, the “ox” in the Work and Days is significant to understanding 
Aristotle’s distinction between slaves and wives.178 Aristotle emphasizes the difference 
between the wife and the oxen by claiming that “poor persons have an ox instead of a 
servant.”179 Thus, the ox is a substitute for the servant in the household as opposed to 
wife’s being the substitute for a slave in the household. Therefore, “Hesiod’s verse is 
rightly spoken” because the household consists of the wife and the slave, not the wife as 
the slave.180  
 Although Aristotle’s reference to Hesiod shows that the relationship of husband 
and wife is not the same as the relationship of master and slave, women as wives are still 
ruled in some way.  Aristotle classifies the husband’s rule over the wife as “political rule” 
which is rule “over free and equal persons.”181  Political rule over “free persons” means 
rule “over those free by nature.”182 Thus, thus the wife is not a slave.183  
Yet Aristotle does not start by claiming that the relationship of ruler and ruled in 
the case of husband and wife is “political rule” but rather “martial rule.”184 What then is 
the difference between the rule of the husband and wife as “political rule” and as “martial 
rule?”185 Martial rule “lacks the main characteristic of political rule, namely, that it is 
temporary” since political rule requires an “alternation of the ruler and ruled.”186 For 
“political offices...tend by their nature to be on an equal footing and to differ in                                                         
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nothing.”187 However, those who do rule, wish to “establish differences in external 
appearance, forms of address, and prerogatives.”188 Aristotle references “the story of 
Amasis told about his footpan” in relation to rulers who want to create differences 
between themselves as rulers and those whom they rule.189  
According to the story about Amasis, Amasis “from low beginnings ascended to 
Egypt’s throne.”190 Once Amasis was king, he “had his golden footpan reshaped into a 
divinity that he compelled his subjects to worship.”191 The story of Amasis assists 
Aristotle’s argument that rulers seek to distinguish themselves from those whom they rule 
“in external appearance, forms of address, and prerogatives.”192 For, Amasis started out 
the same as those he ruled over and remained to be equal to those he ruled over after he 
became king.193 Amasis used the “footpan” as a means to distinguish himself from those 
he ruled over.194  
Aristotle connects the story of Amasis to the discussion of the relationship of the 
rule of the husband over the wife as political.  Immediately following the reference to 
Amasis, Aristotle writes, “the male always stands thus in relation to the female.”195 The 
story of Amasis shows that “rulers tend to overestimate superiority and neglect their 
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similarity to the ruled.”196 In the relationship between husband and wife there is a 
possibility that the rule of the husband over the wife can turn into a despotic rule rather 
than political rule. For “even though men rule their wives as equals, nevertheless, as 
rulers, men seek the marks of inequalities.”197 Like Amasis, the husband is ruling over 
someone who is considered in a sense to be equal and the husband becomes distinct from 
the wife as a result of being the ruler.198  
What then is the relationship between political rule and martial rule? As stated 
before, “marital rule” differs from political rule because the rule of husband over wife is 
not temporary but permanent.199 What accounts for the difference between rule being 
temporary and martial rule being permanent is traceable to equality.200 Equality in the 
case of political rule is a sort of “strict or absolute equality” whereas the equality in the 
case of the relationship between husband and wife is not that of “strict or absolute 
equality” whereas the equality in the case of husband and wife is not that of “strict or 
absolute equality but is “proportional.”201 This “proportional” equality between husband 
and wife can be seen in Aristotle’s discussion of friendship between husband and wife in 
the Nicomachean Ethics.202  
2.2 MARRIAGE IN ARISTOTLE’S ETHICS 
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In the Nicomachean Ethics, marriage is “rooted” in “a natural complementarity 
between man and woman.”203 This “natural complementarity” results in “friendship.”204 
In book eight chapter seven of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle explains how it is 
possible for husband and wife to be friends.205 Although the relationship of husband and 
wife is a relationship of “superiority,” it is still possible for husband and wife to be 
friends.206 For the friendship between husband and wife is “proportional.”207 It is 
“proportional” in the sense that the husband and wife contribute to and receives from the 
relationship in accordance to need and merit as opposed to evenly dividing everything by 
“quantity.”208 The husband receives from and contributes to the friendship is different 
from what the wife receives from and contributes to the friendship.209 For “in each case 
there is a different virtue and work involved, and different too are the reasons why they 
love each other.”210 Thus, friendship of the “husband for the wife” is not the same as 
friendship of “a wife for a husband.”211  
Although the husband and wife do not receive from and contribute to the 
friendship in the same way, the types of friendship that the husband and wife have with 
each other are the same.212  The three types of friendships are “friendship based on 
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pleasure,” “friendship based on utility,” and “friendship on account of virtue.”213 In a 
“friendship based on pleasure” both individuals “come to possess simultaneously what 
they long for, if they delight in going through life together.”214 For, if they did not receive 
pleasure out of the relationship then they would cease to be friends.215 “Friendship based 
on pleasure is a part of marriage because the “aim of marriage is pleasure.”216  
“Friendship based on utility” is a friendship based upon receiving “some benefit” 
from the other individual.217 As a result of basing friendship on the receipt of benefits, 
friendship based on utility is “prone to accusations.”218 For the individuals in this type of 
friendship will “always want more and suppose they obtain less than what is proper.”219 
Utility is a part of marriage because the husband and wife need the virtues and skills of 
the other in order to survive and meet their daily needs.220 However, utility takes a 
different form in marriage, because the husband, or household manager, is responsible for 
distributing things based upon merit.221 Therefore, the relationship of utility found in 
marriage is not “prone to accusations.”222  
 In addition, utility in marriage is not “prone to accusations” as a result of the 
husband and wife also having a friendship based on virtue.223 In a friendship based on 
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virtue both individuals are “eager to benefit each other.”224 As a result of wanting to 
benefit the other person in addition to being benefitted himself, “there are no accusations 
or fights”; both parties are benefitting and loving the other party and receiving both 
benefits and love in return.225  
Although both parties are giving and receiving benefits and love from the other 
party, each individual “does not come to possess the same things from the other, nor 
ought each to seek the same things.”226 For there is still a sense of equality in this 
“proportional” friendship between husband and wife.227 The friendship between husband 
and wife is based on “merit” since the husband and wife are contributing things to the 
friendship, and receiving things from it, based on their virtue and ability.228 This “merit” 
based upon virtue and ability creates proportional equality.229  
The relationship between husband and wife as one that distributes things based on 
merit, or virtue, to create a “proportional equality” fits Aristotle’s claim that the 
description of the “community of husband and wife appears to be aristocratic.”230 For “if 
people are not equal, they will not have equal things.”231 As a result of this inequality 
among human beings, things need to be distributed according to merit.232 For to distribute 
things based upon merit is just.233 Merit has a different meaning in different regimes.234 
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In an aristocracy, the “merit” on which things are distributed is “virtue.”235 Resulting 
from the need to distribute things among unequal human beings on the merit of virtue, 
“the just, therefore, is a certain proportion.”236  
Thus, the “community of husband and wife appears to be aristocratic” because “ 
the man rules in accord with merit regarding the things over which a man ought to rule, 
whereas all things suited to a woman, he hands over to her.”237 As in an aristocracy, the 
relationship between husband and wife can become corrupted if things are not distributed 
according to merit.238 An aristocracy becomes an oligarchy as a result of the “vice of the 
rulers, who distribute what belongs to the city contrary to merit.”239 In other words, an 
aristocracy becomes an oligarchy when rulers “distribute all or most of the goods to 
themselves and the political offices always to the same people.”240 Rulers distribute 
goods contrary to merit as a result of the vice of making “being wealthy their greatest 
concern.”241 Similarly, when the husband “takes control of all things” things are 
distributed “contrary to merit and not inasmuch as he is better.”242 Therefore, when the 
husband “takes control of all things” the rule of the husband turns into an “oligarchy.”243 
In addition, Aristotle claims that sometimes women get to rule as a result of being 
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“heiresses.”244 Becoming rulers in this way is becoming a ruler as a result of “wealth and 
power” as opposed to “virtue.”245 Therefore, the rule of “heiresses” would be an 
oligarchy instead of an aristocracy.246 
As a result of the distribution of things based on virtue and friendship in marriage, 
marriage is a balancing of friendship and justice. For “what is equal in matters of justice 
does not appear to hold similarly in the case of friendship.”247 Equality in matters of 
justice prioritize “merit” first and “what accords with a certain quantity” second.248 
Equality in friendship prioritizes “what accords with a certain quantity first” and “merit” 
second.249 Therefore, in marriage, there is a constant struggle for equality based on the 
political, justice, and the private, friendship. 
Although husband and wife in a marriage have to deal with the differences in 
equality in friendship and justice, the element of friendship in the relationship between 
husband and wife seems to be stronger than the political elements of the relationship.250 
For, Aristotle writes, “a human being is by nature more a coupling being than a political 
one, inasmuch as a household is earlier and more necessary than a city and the begetting 
of children is more common to animals.”251 Human beings are more of a coupling being, 
because “human beings are disposed by nature to live with others” as a result of their 
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“natural affections” for each other.252 The affection that spouses have for each other and 
for their children is different than feelings or “concerns” people have for their “fellow 
citizens.” 253 The relationship of being citizens is not as strong as the relationship that 
family members have for one another. Members of a family are more likely to be 
concerned with each other’s happiness as opposed to citizens.254 As a result of the 
citizens lacking the attachment or “natural affection” that family members have for each 
other, human beings are more of a “coupling being” than a political being.255  
2.3 EXAMINATION OF MARRIAGE 
The descriptions of the relationship between husband and wife, in both the 
Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, show that marriage is a complex mixture of both the 
public and the private. Although Aristotle’s descriptions of the relationship between 
husband and wife appear different, both accounts of the relationship between husband 
and wife have a lot of commonalities. First, although the terms used to describe the 
relationship between husband and wife are different, all the terms used to describe the 
relationship between husband and wife show that marriage is both political and private. 
Second, both accounts show that there is a fundamental difference between male and 
female or husband and wife.  
The terms used to describe the relationship between husband and wife in the 
Politics are “political rule” and “marital rule.”256 The relationship between “political 
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rule” and “marital rule” correlates with the terms “aristocratic” and “friendship” which 
are used to describe the relationship between husband and wife in the Nicomachean 
Ethics.257 For, both the description of “political rule” and the relationship between 
husband and wife as “aristocratic” show that marriage is in fact, political.258 Marriage is 
political in two senses. First, marriage is political in the sense that marriage is directly 
connected to political activity. For, marriage leads to the actualization of the city.259 For, 
the development of the city started with human beings joining together for the sake of 
reproduction and for preservation.260 Reproduction and preservation in marriage are 
important for maintaining politics since the regime cannot survive without the creation of 
new citizens.261 Not only are husband and wife responsible for creating the future 
citizens, husband and wife are responsible for the maintenance and development of the 
future citizens of the regime.262 Thus, marriage directly impacts politics as a result of 
creating and maintaining the future citizens of the regime. 
Second, marriage is structured in a political way. Marriage is structure according 
to a hierarchy as a result of the natural differences between household members.263 Thus, 
marriage is structured so that the husband rules over the wife.264 The husband rules over 
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the wife for two reasons. First, the males are by nature more “fit” to rule.265 For, “the 
male has adapted manners of dress and style that are appropriate for rulers” and males 
have the “authority” to “carry out” their “deliberations.”266 Males have distinguished 
themselves in “external appearance, forms of address, and prerogatives.”267 All of these 
differences are necessary for political rule because “political rule requires a degree of 
inequality.”268 Second, the age gap between husband and wife may account for why the 
husband rules over the wife.269 According to the requirements for marriage in the Politics 
there is approximately nineteen to twenty year age difference between husband and 
wife.270 Therefore, the husband will be more developed in his capacities than the wives as 
a result of being alive longer.271 
Thus the rule of the husband over the wife is structured in accordance to an 
aristocracy, or politically, as a result of justice.272 In other words, rule in a marriage is 
distributed according to merit as opposed to being distributed evenly.273 Marriage is 
structured according to aristocracy rather than kinship or mastery because kings and 
masters are not capable of beings friends with those whom they rule over.274 Since 
friendship is an important part of marriage, marriage has to be structured so that husband 
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and wife can be friends.275 Husband and wife can be friends even though there is a 
relationship of the “superior” to the inferior because there is still a “proportional 
equality” involved.276 Thus, marriage is structured politically according to aristocracy.277 
In addition, structuring marriage in any manner rather than politically or like an 
aristocracy would be failing to “do justice.”278 For, the structure of marriage allows for 
the “acquiring” of the “degree of virtue” of which both the “nature” of the husband and 
wife are “capable.”279 This development of virtue is important politically for both the 
maintenance of the city through citizenship and child-rearing.280 In addition, the 
development of virtue is important privately for both the husband and the wife. For, the 
development of virtue allows the individual to become the best possible self and if done 
correctly, leads to happiness.281 
The description of the relationship between husband and wife as “marital rule” 
and “friendship” show that marriage, in addition to being political, is private.282 Marriage 
is private as a result of marriage coming about not only from the desire to reproduce or to 
live. Marriage is private because marriage also results from friendship on based on 
virtue.283 For, friendship does not develop with the sole purpose of creating a city. 
Friendship develops as a result of “virtue,” “pleasure,” and “utility.”284 Friendship 
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developed on “pleasure” or “utility” can be considered political because they coincide 
with human beings joining together “for the sake of reproduction” and “preservation.”285 
However, friendship based on virtue is more private than public. For, friendship based on 
virtue is aimed towards happiness not only for oneself, but for the other person as well 
whereas the aim of the city is virtue in the sense of being fully “self-sufficient.”286  
Although friendship is not mentioned in the discussion of marriage in the Politics 
marriage as “marital rule” brings into question if there is room for more than just the 
political in marriage.287 The private aspects of marriage can be seen in Aristotle’s 
reference to Amasis where he writes, “the male always stands thus in relation to the 
female.”288 Since “the male always stands thus in relation to the female, marital rule 
cannot be characterized simply as political.”289 Male and females have “different kinds of 
virtue.”290 It is the role of virtue that makes marital rule private. For, virtue “begins from 
the nature of the soul.”291 The “nature of the soul” is private as a result of coming from 
the individual.292 Political rule does not establish the “nature of the soul.”293 Thus, virtues 
in relation to the “nature of the soul” and how they are carried out in the formation of 
marriage is private.294 Therefore, within marriage there is a complicated relationship 
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between the public and private in which marriage affects politics and is affected by 
politics.  
In addition to showing that the relationship between husband and wife, or 
marriage, is both public and private, both accounts of the relationship show that there are 
fundamental differences between husband and wife. The fundamental difference between 
husband and wife can be seen in the Politics and the Nicomachean Ethics in the 
discussion of equality and virtue.295 For, as seen earlier, the husband and wife both give 
and receive different things from their marriage as a result of having different merit or 
participating in virtue differently.296 Thus, the question becomes: how do husband and 
wife participate in virtue differently and what does the different participation of virtue 
mean for the relationship of the husband and wife to the public and the private? This 
question will be discussed in the next chapter of this paper. 
2.4 RELATION OF MARRIAGE TO ROLE OF HUSBAND AND WIFE 
Aristotle’s account of marriage in both the Politics and the Nicomachean Ethics is 
important for understanding the husband and wife individually, because that is a starting 
point for understanding the distinctions between husband and wife. These distinctions are 
found in their contributions to the marriage and in what they receive from the marriage in 
the form of virtues and material goods.297 In addition, Aristotle’s account of marriage is 
important for understanding the relation of the husband and wife individually to the 
public and the private. For the contributions to marriage of both the husband and the wife 
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in addition to what is received from the marriage are significant to politics and to life in 
the household. 
  
 46 
3.0 HUSBAND AND WIFE IN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE 
This chapter argues that males do not have a completely public role or women a 
completely private one. Rather, males and females have a mixed role that is both public 
and private. Husband and wife as essentially public and private can be seen in the roles 
they have in the education of children and household management. This chapter will 
explain the role of the husband and wife in the education of children and its private and 
political character. It will also explain Aristotle’s account of household management, the 
role of husband and wife in household management, and private and political character of 
it. Finally, this section will examine why the role of husband and wife are different and 
how, despite having different roles, the roles of the husband and wife are similarly public 
and private.  
3.1 THE EDUCATION OF CHILDREN 
The education of children in itself is both public and private. It is private because 
it must adapt to the individual.298 Although “good laws are invaluable in support of 
education,” the laws are not the best teacher for children.299 Rather, in both the 
Nicomachean Ethics and the Politics, Aristotle claims that private education of children 
is the best.300 For, when “care is private and directed to the particular case...each is more 
likely to meet with what is suitable.”301 Since every child is a different and unique 
individual, there is not one common approach to education or teaching method that works 
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for all children. Thus, education needs to be attentive to the abilities of a child in order to 
help the child develop in the “best possible” way.302 
 In addition, “private sorts of learning” that parents give their children are what 
“he [the child] holds best.”303 For, “paternal speeches and habits have more of a 
commanding strength than civic laws” as a result of “the natural affection and 
predisposition to obedience that exist in the household.”304 Parents have a closer bond to 
their children than does the city.305 Thus, the parents are more influential in the education 
of children than is the city.306  Therefore, both the husband and wife have a responsibility 
to educate their children.  
The education of children is also a matter of public concern, however, because 
children are the future “citizens, homemakers, and parents of the regime.”307 Children 
become “those who are sharers in the regime.”308 The future of the regime and their 
future depend on their education because the future of the regime is dependent on future 
adults, Aristotle claims that children “must necessarily be educated looking to the 
regime.”309 The education of children “looking to the regime” requires that the it be 
“necessarily be one and the same for all.”310 The education of children as “one and the 
same for all” does not mean that children are educated in the same way but rather that the 
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content of the education of children is “one and the same for all.”311 The “same” or 
“common” education that children should receive consists of their being educated about 
the “character” of the regime.312 For example, if a child lives in a democracy, the child 
should be educated about its character.313  
In addition, the “common” education that is required for tem requires children to 
be educated in “letters,” “gymnastics,” “music,” and “drawing.”314 All four of these 
activities start as lessons for the purpose of “utility.”315 Learning “letters” has many 
practical purposes such as “money making, management of household, learning, and 
many political activities.”316 “Drawing” too has many of the same practical purposes of 
“letters” with the addition of  being “useful with a view to judging more finely the work 
of artisans.”317 “Gymnastics” is useful for the development of the body or “health and 
vigor.”318 “Music” is useful for “leisure” and “pleasure.”319  
However, all four activities open the possibility for “other sorts of learning.”320 
These “other sorts of learning” lead to virtue.321 For, through “letters” and “drawing” one 
“becomes expert at studying the beauty connected with bodies.”322 “Gymnastics” 
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contributes to the development of “courage.”323 “Music” leads to one “living blessedly” 
as a result of teaching the importance of leisure and rest in relation to work.324 Thus, the 
education of children requires teaching children not only practical things, but also virtue.  
In order for children to develop virtue there is a “preparatory education and 
habituation” of children that must take place in such a way that the development of “all 
capacities and arts” will be done clearly “with a view to the action of virtue.”325 
Developing the capacities and arts in children so that they will learn and act according to 
virtue is important for the maintenance of the city and the household, because the city and 
the household cannot survive without capable and virtuous individuals.326 This 
“preparatory education and habituation” takes place in the household and is done by the 
husband and wife.327 
Both the husband and the wife have a political and private role in this education 
of children. The education of children by the husband is political because that education 
must be “attentive to individual needs” and, “at the same time,” “directed” by someone 
who has “practical wisdom” .328 It is necessary for children to be educated by someone 
who has the “practical wisdom” because only one with practical wisdom has the 
“capacity for making good judgments in the peculiar case.”329 Practical wisdom consists 
of “political science” and “household management” and comes only from being “engaged 
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in political life” directly through action rather than indirectly “by means of thought.”330  
The husband usually possesses “practical wisdom” necessary for the education of 
children because he has the experience of directly participating in politics and is 
household manager.331  
Although practical wisdom results from having “political experience,” practical 
wisdom is important for teaching children to make “judgments” about things in both 
public and private.332 Making judgments about particular things in politics, or the city, is 
different from making judgments about particular things in private, or the household.333 
Judgments about politics and judgments about the household differ in terms of “natural 
affection” and in the “end each aims to realize.”334 Judgments about the city are made in 
terms of what will benefit the city as a whole whereas judgments about the household are 
made in terms of what will benefit each member of the household and will benefit the 
household as a whole.335  
In addition, the variety of members in the household means that there is a “variety 
of virtue” in the household.336 As a result there are a “variety of judgments” in the 
household.337 Thus, the difference in judgment between the city and the household is that 
judgments about the city are made with reference to “legal knowledge,” whereas 
judgments about the household are made with reference to “moral virtue” because                                                         
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children need to learn the two different types of judgment, the husband uses his “practical 
wisdom” to teach his children about public and private things such as politics, household 
management, and virtue.338  
The education of children does not end with the husband. Aristotle suggests that 
“men will not be educated unless their mothers also are.”339 Mothers are educated about 
the public and the private. Although the wife does not have the “political experience” that 
the husband has, the wife still has knowledge of the regime. Aristotle claims that both 
women and children should be “educated looking to the regime.”340 For, the “excellence” 
of the city also depends upon the “excellence” of the wife and children.341 Thus, mothers 
teach their children things that are necessary for the “excellence of the city” including 
“self-control.”342 Children learn self-control through learning “shame.”343 Self-control 
and having a sense of shame prepare children for the political life by providing something 
that can check “political excess” which “threatens” the city.344 Self-control and a sense of 
shame are taught in the household.345 Thus, the wife is a “moral educator,” and as such 
the wife has a “strong” connection to politics.346 
In addition, mothers are educated about things concerning the household. For, in 
order for husband's to participate in politics, wives need to be educated in matters                                                         
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concerning to household so that the household is taken care of while the husband is 
gone.347 As a result, the wife has some rule over slaves and children. In order to do so, 
the wife needs to be educated in matters concerning household management. Thus, the 
mother teaches children about matters concerning household management such as the 
function of possessions and the guarding and preserving things of the household (all of 
which will be discussed in the next part).348  As a result of the mother’s being educated in 
both matters of politics and matters of the household, mothers are responsible not only 
for the education of “future farmers and their wives,” but “property-owning, arms-
bearing citizen-farmers, and their wives.”349 
 Although the role of the husband and that of the wife in the education of children 
are different, they are both private and political. For husband and wife educate children 
about politics and about the household. In addition, the husband and wife both have 
knowledge of the public and the private if in different ways. The husband has knowledge 
of the public and private through experience and “practical wisdom.”350 The wife has 
knowledge of the public as a result of being educated “looking to the regime” and 
knowledge of the private as a result of experience.351  
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3.2 HOUSEHOLD MANAGEMENT 
In addition to the education of children, the husband and the wife have a role in 
household management. Household management includes acquiring, being “master” over 
slaves, “marital rule” over the wife, and “paternal rule” over children.352 Household 
management takes the form of a “monarchy” since “every household is run by one 
alone.”353 The household is so run because the husband is best by nature at for dividing 
tasks according to the merit or virtue in the members and according to what will best help 
develop the members merit or virtue.354 The husband is best by nature because his 
“deliberative capacity” naturally possesses an “authority” which no other member of the 
household possesses.355 Thus, “household management gives more serious attention to 
human beings than inanimate property, to the virtue of these rather than to that of 
property (which we call wealth), and to the virtue of free persons rather than to that of 
slaves.”356 
The husband has the role of household manager.357 For, the husband is most apt to 
promote the development of virtues in each member of the household insofar as he has 
“practical wisdom.”358 For with practical wisdom comes a certain authority and 
“obedience” from others.359 As household manager the husband is responsible for 
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acquiring.360 In addition, the husband rules as a master over slaves, rules politically over 
his wife, and rules paternally over the children.361  
The “art of acquiring” is an important part of household management.362 For, 
“without necessary things it is impossible either to live or to live well.”363 Acquiring 
means getting “possessions.”364 Possessions are “an instrument of action” for “the 
purpose of life.”365  Possessions are an “instrument of action” because possessions 
perform certain “functions.”366 Inanimate possessions perform their functions through the 
use of slaves.367 However, possessions remain “separate from their owner.”368 A 
possession is separate from its owner in the same way that a part is separate from the 
whole.369 As Aristotle writes, “a part is not only part of something else, but belongs 
wholly to something else.”370 In terms of possessions this means that the possession is 
wholly owned by the husband and wife, but the husband and wife do not belong wholly 
to the possession.371 Rather, the husband and wife are only “masters” over the 
possession.372 
Aristotle also explains ownership of possessions in terms of masters and slaves. 
Aristotle writes that, “while the master is only master of the slave and does not belong to                                                         
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him, the slave is not only slave to the master but belongs wholly to him.”373 The slave 
does not “belong to himself by nature” but rather the slave is “another’s.”374  Despite 
being human, it is by “nature” that a slave is a slave.375  In terms of household 
management, the relationship between the husband and the slave is “mastery.”376 The 
husband tells the slave what to do in accordance to the natural virtue and ability of the 
slave.377 Since the slave is naturally an “animate possession,” the husband tells the slave 
what functions to perform using “inanimate possessions.”378  
 In addition to being master over slave, the husband, as the father, also rules over 
children through “procreative rule.”379 As a result of household management’s being a 
monarchy, procreative rule takes the form of a “kingship.”380 Children are “potentially 
reasoning and reasonable beings - or free persons” and need to learn virtues, such as 
moderation, that will help them “live well.”381 Since children are “not inclined to be 
“moderate,” they must be ruled in a “kingly fashion.”382 Thus, children are ruled in a 
“kingly fashion” so as to develop reason and virtue.383  
In addition to the husband ruling over children in a “kingly fashion,” he as 
household manager rules the wife according to “marital rule,” which was discussed in the 
                                                        
373 Aristotle, Politics, 1254a11-14. 
374 Ibid., 1254a11-14. 
375 Ibid., 1254a11-14. 
376 Ibid., 1253b9-10. 
377 Ibid., 1253b1-9. 
378 Ibid., 1253b30-35. 
379 Ibid., 1253b9-10. 
380 Ibid., 1253b9-10, 1259b11. 
381 Swanson, The Public and the Private, 20. 
382 Ibid., 20. 
383 Ibid., 20. 
 56 
previous section.384 In terms of household management, marital rule results in the 
husband giving the wife tasks based upon her virtue and ability.385 Therefore, the tasks 
that the wife receives are a mix of being a ruler and being ruled. For, the wife is ruled by 
the husband in household management so that the wife is not deciding herself which tasks 
to accomplish, but she has some say and rule within the household itself.386 
The husband as household manager does not explicitly exclude the wife from 
household management. Aristotle writes: “household management differs for a man and a 
woman.”387 Where the “work of the man to acquire,” it is the “work of the woman to 
guard.”388 The role of the wife is to “guard” or “preserve” and starts with “what is most 
fundamental for life, nourishment and food.”389 Thus women “oversee” the “use and 
consumption” of possessions.390 Since some of the possessions are “animate 
possessions,” such as slaves, the wife also “commands them” since animate possessions 
function “to assist the use of other possessions.”391 Thus, the wife has a role in household 
management similar to that of the husband insofar as the wife has some command over 
slaves and is responsible to “guard” their property.392 
In addition, the role of the wife makes it possible for the husband to participate in 
politics Thus, when the husband is not in the household the wife temporarily takes the 
role of household manager. The husband is out doing politics, the husband needs                                                         
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someone to make sure all of the members of the household are performing their proper 
function. The most qualified member, after the husband, is the wife. For the wife only 
differs from the husband as a result of “lacking” the authority that the husband has.393 In 
order for politics to happen, the daily needs of men need to be met.394 The daily needs of 
men could not be met without the wife.395 Thus, the role of the wife allows for politics to 
occur.396 In addition, the wife’s role in the rearing of children is the wife’s way of 
indirectly participating in politics. For, the wife is raising the future citizens of the 
regime. Since the husband is out of the household acquiring and acting, it is the wife who 
spends the majority of time with the children. Therefore, the wife has a big influence on 
the development of the future members of the regime. 
Although Aristotle does not directly address the question of whether the wife 
directly participates in public, Aristotle leaves the possibility for the wife to participate 
fully in politics.397 The possibility for women to participate fully in politics can be see in 
Aristotle’s reference to Sophocles's Ajax: “to a woman silence is an ornament.”398 In this 
poem, Ajax commits a “senseless act” which leads Ajax to going insane and wanting to 
kill himself.399 Ajax’s wife, Tecmessa, tries to convince her husband to live only to be 
“silenced” by Ajax.400 Ajax then goes and kills himself.401 In addition, the only man who 
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could have prevented Ajax’s death, Odysseus, is the one who “provoked Ajax in the first 
place.”402  
 Two things can be taken from the story of Ajax. First, it is not the case that the 
husband always knows what is best. Ajax had gone insane and therefore was incapable of 
knowing what was best.  Aristotle claims that political rulers should consist of those who 
are most virtuous.403 It is not always the case the men are the most virtuous. Men can act 
according to self-interest rather than in accordance with virtue.404 For Aristotle, it is 
better for a virtuous woman to rule rather than a wicked man.405 Also, there are very few 
in general who will ever “fully participate” in politics.406 Thus, there is an implication 
that most men will not “fully participate” in politics.407  
Second, although the husband is household manager and rules over the wife, the 
wife still has an important role in developing the virtues of her husband. The wife can 
teach the husband many things in respect to “their own,” “what is given,” the “male 
activity of acquiring and ruling,” and to “build on what is given rather than destroy it.”408 
The wife has to help the husband control his “spiritedness” by teaching the husband that 
“life itself is good” rather than just “activities” being good.409 Thus, the wife participates 
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in politics by teaching her husband to control his “spiritedness” since the husband goes 
out and engages in politics.410 
Although there is no indication in Aristotle that the wife will directly participate 
in politics, it is clear that the wife indirectly participates in politics. For, the role of the 
wife in the household influences the ability of the husband to do politics and influences 
the development of future citizens of the regime. Thus, although the wife has a more 
private role, the wife still has a public, or political, influence.  In addition, despite having 
different roles in household management, the roles of husband and wife are public and 
private. For, household management leads to human beings having their daily needs met 
which is required for politics to occur.411 
3.3 WHY ARE THE TASKS OF THE HUSBAND AND WIFE DIFFERENT? 
The difference between the roles of the husband and wife seem to be based on the 
distinction between “body” and “mind.”412 For the wife’s role of “guarding and 
preserving” is more concerned with the “body” and other material things while the 
husband’s role of household manager is more concerned with the “mind.”413 For, 
guarding and “preserving” are more concerned with material possessions whereas 
household management is more concerned with the virtues and abilities of each 
member.414 In addition, the education of children starts off as an education about “utility” 
and ends up being an education about virtue.415 In traditional Greek families, the wife 
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started the education of children and the husband took over when the child reached seven 
to “socialize” the child. Thus, children learn different things from the husband and the 
wife.416 
The roles of the husband and wife are different because both participate in the 
virtues differently.417 The reason for this is a subject of debate. Many scholars cite the 
lack of authority in a woman’s “deliberative capacity” as a reason.418 However, it is 
unclear whether the deliberative capacity of women lacks authority in her own soul (i.e. 
the woman is “intellectually inferior” to men) or whether the deliberative capacity of 
women lacks authority “in the world”/ “with men.”419 If the only difference between 
male and female is that the woman’s deliberative capacity lacks authority in her own 
soul, then males have an advantage over females that makes them more capable of 
developing their virtues.420 If the only difference between male and female is that the 
woman’s deliberative capacity lacks authority “in the world”/ “with men,” then the 
strength of men would be behind the different roles of men and women.421  
In addition, scholars still question the importance of Aristotle’s biology in 
answering questions about the relation of virtue to husband and wife and questions about 
male and female in general. Scholars question whether the biological procreative process 
Aristotle describes in his biology accounts for the differences between males and 
                                                        
416 Nagle, The Household, 6. 
417 Aristotle, Politics, 121260a1-5. 
418 Ibid., 1260a10-15. 
419 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 937. 
420 Ibid., 937. 
421 Ibid., 937. 
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females.422 Despite the scholarly debate about the importance of Aristotle’s biology in 
determining why husband and wife are different, an adequate answer to the question can 
be found using the Politics and the Nicomachean Ethics. 
The Politics and the Nicomachean Ethics establish that both husband and wife 
participate in the same virtues but do so differently as a result of the natural differences 
between ruler and ruled .423 In addition, husband and wife come together as 
“complementary” beings incapable of surviving without the other.424 Therefore, it is not 
necessarily the case that the husband has an advantage over the wife. However, it still 
remains unclear what the cause of the natural differences between the husband and wife 
is. Despite the uncertainty behind Aristotle distinguishing the roles of the husband and 
wife, it is clear that the husband and wife have different roles but that both have a public 
and a private influence.    
                                                        
422 See Scholars such as Bradshaw, Dobbs, Salkever, Swanson, and Modrak. 
423 Aristotle, Politics, 121260a1-5. 
424 Stauffer, “Subjection of Women,” 933; Aristotle, Politics, 1252a25-30. 
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4.0 CONCLUSION 
This thesis started by questioning the interpretation of scholars such as Hannah 
Arendt and Jean B. Elshtain, who claim that there is there is a distinct public-private or 
political-household divide between husband and wife in Aristotle’s politics. By referring 
to the works of scholars including Dana Stauffer, Judith Swanson, Harold Levy, and 
Catherine Zuckert, and by examining the relevant sections of Aristotle’s Politics and 
Nicomachean Ethics, this set out to prove that there is no such distinct public-private or 
political-household divide between husband and wife. Through the examination of 
Aristotle’s account the naturalness of the city, Chapter One proved that the city and the 
household are separated by their function but connected by their shared concern for virtue 
or excellence. Chapter Two examines the relationship between husband and wife, or 
marriage, in the Politics and Nicomachean Ethics, and establishes that marriage is a mix 
of public and private concerns. Finally, Chapter Three proves that the husband and wife 
are not simply restricted to the public or the private, or to politics and the household, as 
Aristotle’s account of the functions of husband and wife made clear. Thus, husband and 
wife partake in both the public and the private in Aristotle’s presentation of them.   
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